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ABSTRACT

An age-friendly city is one that “encourages active ageing by optimizing
opportunities for health, participation and security in order to enhance quality of life as
people age. In practical terms, an age-friendly city adapts its structures and services to be
accessible to and inclusive of older people with varying needs and capacities.1” Bowling
Green was the seventh city in the US to join the World Health Organization’s Global
Network of Age-Friendly Cities and is currently in year three of a five-year project. The
developments over the past two years have been guided by the principle that senior
residents of Bowling Green are the experts and that changes made should target their key
concerns. The changes that have been made or recommended to date are low or no cost
and are implemented by diverse groups of community stakeholders with support from
WKU Aging. This project aimed to summarize the efforts that have been made thus far in
the Bowling Green Age-Friendly Cities Project. A narrative research method was used to
identify, characterize, and document four key outcomes: The Gathering, the Over 50
Citizen’s Academy, the Society for Lifelong Learning, and the Senior Calendar
Committee.

Keywords: age-friendly city, guiding principles, outcomes, narrative history
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

OVERVIEW:
The World Health Organization (WHO) established the Global Network of AgeFriendly Cities and Communities to facilitate an exchange of experiences and learning
between communities around the world. The WHO defines an age-friendly city as one
that “encourages active ageing by optimizing opportunities for health, participation and
security in order to enhance quality of life as people age. In practical terms, an agefriendly city adapts its structures and services to be accessible to and inclusive of older
people with varying needs and capacities.2” The Network now includes 287 cities and
communities worldwide.3 Bowling Green was the seventh city in the United States to join
and is currently in year three of the project. The developments over the past two years
have been guided by the principle that senior residents of Bowling Green are the experts
and that changes made should target their key concerns. The solutions and changes that
have been produced are low or no cost and are implemented by diverse groups of
community stakeholders with support from WKU Aging, AARP Kentucky, and the
Bowling Green Neighborhood Services Division (the “three-legged stool”).
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The goal of this project is to identify and describe the efforts that have been made
in the Bowling Green Age-Friendly Cities Project over the past two years via narrative
research. To date, this is the first comprehensive report on the outcomes of this project.
By interviewing key leaders and participants in this project, this investigator aims to
recognize the material outcomes of this project, the methods by which these changes
were implemented as well as the personal experiences of the individuals involved. This
investigator has participated in various stages of the project as an undergraduate student
and this narrative history is framed by her experience as a member.
This project employed a narrative research method. The investigator used a
guided interview approach to gather information from key leaders and participants in the
Bowling Green Age-Friendly Cities Project; these interviews were audio recorded,
transcribed, and qualitatively analyzed. The investigator looked for themes related to
changing perspectives as a result of participation in the Age-Friendly Cities Project,
accomplishments of the project thus far, and future goals for the project in the coming
years. The remainder of this chapter will contextualize the Bowling Green initiative
within the broader framework of the World Health Organization’s Network of AgeFriendly Cities and Communities as well as within a theoretical framework.

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION’S NETWORK OF AGE-FRIENDLY CITIES:
The World Health Organization’s (WHO) Network of Age-Friendly Cities and
Communities emerged from a persistent and growing commitment to ageing populations.
In 2002, emerging from the Second United Nations World Assembly on Ageing, the
WHO published a booklet entitled Active Ageing: A Policy Framework to “inform
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discussion and the formulation of action plans that promote healthy and active ageing.4”
In 2007, the WHO expanded upon their active ageing framework by publishing a guide
for cities entitled Global Age-friendly Cities: A Guide. The purpose of this guide was to
help cities identify age-friendly features.5 Although the WHO is not the only institution to
support age-friendly initiatives, these recent efforts and the breadth of the global network
have made the WHO an important resource for defining and describing age-friendly cities
and communities.6

Figure 1. Eight domains of age-friendly cities.4

The WHO defines an age-friendly city as one that promotes active aging by
modifying its services and structures to be welcoming to older people. To be truly agefriendly a city must address eight overlapping domains outlined by the WHO. These agefriendly features are depicted in Fig. 1.7 When reviewing the eight domains, it is
important to remember that they are interconnected and interdependent. It is also

4
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important to note that while many of these domains address the built environment, all the
physical spaces and infrastructure where people live and work, there are also domains
dedicated to the social environment. These two equal and interdependent halves must
merge to create an environment where older people can age actively and remain engaged
in the community.

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES IN CREATING AGE-FRIENDLY CITIES:
Fitzgerald and Caro in their overview of age-friendly cities outlined some key
opportunities and challenges facing cities moving to become more age-friendly, as
summarized in Table 1 and discussed further following the table.8
Table 1. Key opportunities and challenges for cities enacting the WHO age-friendly initiative.

Opportunities

Challenges

1. Population Aging & Urbanization

1. Public Funding

2. Older adults want to be active &

2. Politics & Policy

engaged in the community

3. Sustainability

3. Changes can be incremental &

4. Monitoring & Evaluating Projects

collaborative
4. Existing services can be utilized
5. Age-friendly changes can benefit
everyone in the community

8

Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of Age-Friendly Cities,” 13 – 16.
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Two key global trends have provided an impetus for creating age-friendly cities:
population aging and urbanization. In the United States, the portion of the population
aged 65 or older is expected to grow from 14.1% in 2013 to 21.7% by 2040.9 In addition,
the majority of older adults (81%) live in metropolitan areas.10 While these trends have
been acknowledged and anticipated by scholars for decades, the majority of cities and
communities are only now beginning to realize the urgency of these trends and, as a
result, have started strategizing and making changes to address the large and growing
population of older adults.
The baby boomers (1946-196411) are the “new generation” of older adults. They
expect to be active and engaged in the community and will require extensive and varied
opportunities. Recognizing that older people are the experts on their own lives, bottom-up
participatory strategies that use the perspectives of older adults to influence public policy
are recommended by the United Nations and the WHO. Involving older people in agefriendly cities projects helps ensure that their indispensable perspective is integrated into
changes that are made. It also empowers older people to contribute to the decisionmaking process in their own communities.12
Age-friendly initiatives should not necessarily look to create an entirely new set
of services for older people, instead they should first look to utilize services that already
exist within the community. The eight domains outlined by the WHO were meant to help

Administration on Aging, “Profile of Older Americans,” U.S. Department for Health & Human Services
Administration for Community Living, last modified December 31, 2015,
http://www.aoa.acl.gov/aging_statistics/Profile/index.aspx.
10 Administration on Aging, “Profile of Older Americans.”
11 Sandra L. Colby and Jennifer M. Ortman, “The Baby Boom Cohort in the United States: 2012 to 2060,” U.S. Census
Bureau, May 2014, accessed April 19, 2016, https://www.census.gov/prod/2014pubs/p25-1141.pdf.
12 World Health Organization, Global Age-friendly Cities: A Guide, 12; Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of AgeFriendly Cities,” 13.
9
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communities categorize existing services and then expand upon those or fill in holes as
necessary. In some communities with extensive existing services, the best way to do this
is by improving communication with older people about the services available to them. It
may also involve improved collaboration between municipal departments and a variety of
community stakeholders. Such changes may be incremental and perhaps modest in the
grand scheme of things, but if they involved older adults in the decision-making process
they can still be meaningful and have a significant impact on the quality of people’s
lives.13
Another a key perspective to include in such projects is the idea that age-friendly
changes that communities make to benefit older people, are often beneficial to everyone
in the community. Looking at the eight domains – affordable housing, good
transportation, safe building and outdoors space – does not give the impression that “agefriendly” is exclusive to old age. And even if some changes are targeted to older people
exclusively, it will still benefit the larger population as they age.14
While the opportunity for positive change and growth are great, there are key
challenges that cities face when creating age-friendly spaces and services. Funding an
age-friendly initiative can be difficult when local governments have tight budgets and
may not have the ability to allocate funds. This may necessitate that age-friendly
initiatives make the modest, incremental changes noted earlier. It may also mean a larger
involvement of nongovernmental organizations and volunteers.15

Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of Age-Friendly Cities,” 13 – 14.
Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of Age-Friendly Cities,” 14.
15 Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of Age-Friendly Cities,” 14-15.
13
14
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The WHO Global Network requires the participation of government in its agefriendly initiatives. In addition, any major undertakings, such as improving transportation
or outdoor spaces, would also require governmental approval. It may be easy to convince
government officials of the importance of “age-friendly” in theory, but it can be difficult
to get them to allocate critical time, money and policy to the project as well. This same
idea can affect the sustainability of age-friendly projects. While it may be easy to get
people on board with the idea, various delays – lack of funds, lack of political support –
can make it difficult to maintain the momentum of a project. And if volunteers do much
of the work, such delays can cause them to get disheartened and lose interest quickly. To
avoid this it is critical to have multiple backup plans in place to ensure work is
continued.16
Finally, it is important for cities to monitor and evaluate their progress to see if
the changes are leading to the creation of a more age-friendly community. However, this
can be time-consuming, costly, and requires a specific skill set to conduct it properly. If
any of these components are missing, the critical benchmarking and evaluating may not
get done making it challenging or impossible for age-friendly work to continue and
succeed.17

16
17

Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of Age-Friendly Cities,” 15.
Fitzgerald and Caro, “An Overview of Age-Friendly Cities,” 16.
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CHAPTER 2

THE BOWLING GREEN AGE-FRIENDLY INITIAVE

THE SETTING:
Bowling Green, like other communities around the world, has a growing
population of older people. The city sits within a more rural Warren County in
southwestern Kentucky and is the third largest city in the Commonwealth. In 2014, 12%
of the population of Warren County (14,550 persons) were aged 65 or older, up from
10.9% in 2010.18 For the past two years, Bowling Green has been named one of the “25
Best Places to Retire” by Forbes. As a result, growth in the older population may be a
result of people moving into the community as well as the natural aging of the
population. The city of Bowling Green is characterized by its strong central business
district, a growing economy and cost of living 11% below the national average. It is also
a college town where Western Kentucky University is a dominant employer and
landholder.19
Bowling Green was the seventh city in the United States to join the WHO Global
Network. The origins of the Age-Friendly Cities Project in Bowling Green (AFC BG)

United States Census Bureau, “Quick Facts: Warren County, Kentucky,” accessed April 17, 2016,
http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/RHI105210/21227.
19 William P. Barrett, “The Best Places to Retire in 2015,” Forbes, March 17, 2015, accessed April 17, 2016,
http://www.forbes.com/sites/williampbarrett/2015/03/17/the-best-places-to-retire-in-2015-2/#2c88121121af; Katie
Brandenburg, “Forbes names Bowling Green one of 25 best places to retire,” Bowling Green Daily News, January 18,
2014, accessed April 17, 2016, http://www.bgdailynews.com/news/forbes-names-bowling-green-one-of-best-places-toretire/article_b84c8b38-5a32-5f8a-886c-1bb35dd7d210.html.
18
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stretch all the way back to 2012, although the project is currently considered to be
nearing the end of year three (Y3). Bowling Green has been named one of the top places
to retire, however, there is still plenty of room for growth. Forbes specifically pointed out
that Bowling Green has a low walkability ranking and there are other aspects as well that
can be improved and made more age-friendly. AFC BG is trying to answer the question
posed best by a community leader and AFC BG volunteer, Barbara Johnston:
So we now have a growing number of people who are "retired" with 20 years of
active living still to do. Their brains are sharp, their bodies are fine, they're
showing up at exercise, they're riding bicycles, and there are more and more
people in that age group. What does society want to do with all those people?
Everyone is aging and therefore everyone can benefit from an age-friendly, inclusive,
intergenerational community, but how do we achieve this ambitious goal and move
forward together?

GUIDING PRINCIPLES:
AFC BG was designed and developed with some guiding principles in mind.
These principles were built off the model the WHO presented in the guide and reflect
many of the opportunities outlined in Fitzgerald and Caro’s “Overview of Age-Friendly
Cities.” The guiding principles described below are listed in no particular order; Fig. 2
summarizes the five guiding principles.
1. Community aging is an opportunity not a crisis.
In the national political arena, population aging is frequently discussed in crisis-mode:
how are we going to afford Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security, where are we going
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to house all these older people, etc. However, an explicit goal of AFC BG is to look to
the benefits an inclusive, intergenerational community provides. Community aging
provides the opportunity to examine the existing infrastructure and improve and fill
gaps where needed. It is the opportunity to engage an older population that simply did
not exist in any other era of human history.
2. Older adults are the experts. Age is everything and everyone is key to planning and
implementation.
As the WHO guide states, older adults are the experts on their own lives. Changes that
originate from within the older population are not only more impactful and
meaningful, but they also serve to empower older people to participate and contribute
to the decision-making process. As Barbara Johnston said, “By encouraging their
thoughts…that's how you get people to care, to participate.”
3. Many of the changes should be low cost or no cost.
This principle originated out of both practicality and necessity. As Fitzgerald and Caro
pointed out, tight municipal budgets make it difficult to fund age-friendly projects and
this challenge applies to Bowling Green. Funding has come in parts from AARP
Kentucky, Western Kentucky University, and the Neighborhoods Services Division of
Bowling Green, however, there is not an explicit pot of money to draw from and
therefore changes explored have been low cost or no cost from the outset of planning.
Although this may seem like a hindrance, it is not always the case as pointed out by
the Neighborhood Services Coordinator, Karen Foley:
A lot of times, you're not necessarily talking about things that cost a lot of
money to do. It's more or less about raising the awareness and the
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consciousness of the things that you are doing…Age-friendly awareness
can help shape how [community planning] is done. It's taking it to the next
step of [asking], is this place age-friendly? It's extra justification for why
[what you are doing is] important.
4. Diverse partnerships across government, nongovernmental organizations, and
businesses.
Creating diverse partnerships across the community serves a couple purposes. First, it
helps to spread age-friendly ideas and engages people as active members/components
of the project. Second, it acts to ensure that services are not being duplicated and that
existing services are being used. As Karen Foley said, “We identified early on that we
did not want to just create something brand new, that we wanted to plug into some
existing resources and existing infrastructure.”
5. Utilize top-down and bottom-up strategies.
Involving the community and using bottom-up participatory approaches as advocated
by the WHO is important. It is also important to stay open-minded and employ
strategies that make sense for the challenge identified, whether that be top-down or
bottom-up. Apply a strategy that is a win/win for as many constituents as possible.
Community
Aging is an
Opportunity

Top Down
& Bottom
Up
Strategies

Older
Adults are
the Experts

Guiding
Principles

Low Cost or
No Cost
Changes

Diverse
Patnerships

Figure 2. The five guiding principles of the Age-Friendly Cities Project in Bowling Green.

11

LEADERS OF THE AGE-FRIENDLY CITIES PROJECT IN BOWLING GREEN:
WKU AGING
Dr. Dana Bradley, Director of WKU Aging & the Center for Gerontology: Dr. Bradley
introduced the WHO Global Network to Bowling Green and was instrumental in
attaining Bowling Green’s status as an official member of the Network. As the
academic and research arm of the project, she established the fundamental guiding
principles of the project with other leaders. Currently, she continues to help guide
the project and assess outcomes.
Marybeth Hunt, Former Coordinator of Community Outreach and Advising at the WKU
Center for Gerontology: Until her recent departure from the Center for
Gerontology (April 2016), Marybeth provided a critical, one-person infrastructure
to the project as a paid staff person. She managed the older adult volunteers,
organized age-friendly events, and supported and sustained ongoing age-friendly
projects. Most importantly, she provided a central contact point for all AFC BG
matters.

BOWLING GREEN MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT
Mayor Bruce Wilkerson, Mayor of Bowling Green: Mayor Bruce signed off on backing
AFC BG, a required component for any city accepted to the WHO Global
Network.
Karen Foley, Neighborhood Services Coordinator: Karen was a member of the project
from the very beginning and worked with other key leaders to establish guiding
principles and tap into existing community networks and resources. As an
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employee of the Bowling Green municipal government, she represents the
continued governmental support of the project. Karen continues to guide the
project, most prominently through her annual production of the Over 50 Citizens
Academy.

AARP KENTUCKY
Patrice Blanchard, Former Associate Director for Community Initiatives of AARP
Kentucky: Patrice was a key advisor and leader in the process of attaining the
WHO Global Network status for Bowling Green and establishing the guiding
principles of the project.
Scott Wegenast, Associate Director of AARP Kentucky: Scott contributes in an advisory
role to the project. As the associate director, Scott represents AARP Kentucky’s
support of AFC BG and frequently helps fund the local, age-friendly endeavors.

COMMUNITY VOLUNTEERS
Barbara Johnston
BJ McKenzie
Donna Woods

It is important to note that, as it stands currently, becoming a part of AFC BG
does not involve a vote, invitation or appointment. There is a definitive and core group of
leaders (listed above) that have developed and guided the project thus far. Leaders in the
project are deliberate in their association with the AFC BG movement and their
application of age-friendly principles. As Karen Foley put it, “We're not just doing it
13

because the book says do it. We're doing it because this will have an impact on people's
quality of life…I work with a lot of people who do planning for a living. To me, the agefriendly part of it gives it a twist that means your community is going to be more
inclusive of all needs and ages.”
On the other hand, the people who are considered members or participants in AFC
BG is less clear. AFC BG leaders have a fairly broad and inclusive definition of who
counts as a participant in the project. For example, they would consider any participant in
the Over 50 Citizens Academy (see Chapter 3) to have been a participant in AFC BG;
whether or not the Academy graduates consider themselves to be participants in AFC BG
is varied and individual. Because of this, being a participant or member is often a matter
of perspective and in some ways is a self-appointed position.

INITIAL STEPS: COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS & APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY
The Age-Friendly Cities Project in Bowling Green commenced with a series of 38
community conversations that truly utilized a bottom-up participatory approach. These
conversations involved older adults within the Bowling Green community and acted to do
three key things:
1. Involved older people within the community & listened to what they have to say.
2. Gathered a baseline and discovered opportunities to enact change.
3. Marketed the age-friendly cities project & attracted the attention of community
stakeholders.
Each community conversation was facilitated by two trained volunteers: a
conversation leader and a note taker. The groups that gathered for each conversation
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ranged in size from 4 – 14 participants; smaller groups around this size were preferred to
help facilitate conversation and encourage participation of all persons present. In
addition, most groups that were gathered shared something in common and most
participants in any given conversation were likely acquaintances. For example, one
conversation might have included ten individuals who were in the same Silver Sneakers
exercise class together or eight individuals who all lived in the same retirement
community. This was intended to create a more open, comfortable, and convenient
conversation environment, but in some conversations it may have over emphasized the
concerns of a particular interest group. It is also important to note that these community
conversation groups were gathered through contacts and acquaintances of the leadership
and volunteers of the Age-Friendly Cities Project and were not meant to be representative
of the older population of Bowling Green as a whole, although attempts were made to
include socioeconomically diverse older persons. BJ McKenzie, a volunteer who helped
lead several community conversations, said, “Donna [Woods] was a public health nurse
so she was acquainted with many groups who were less financially well off and maybe
not quite as well educated, but they had lived [in Bowling Green] a long time…We tried
[to get a diverse group of people].” In the end, the majority of the participants in these
community conversations were white, well-educated, and female.
The community conversations used appreciative inquiry to gather information
from the participants. Appreciative inquiry is a way to approach organizational or
institutional change that improves upon some of the issues encountered with pure
problem-solving strategies. Pure problem-solving strategies focus on a problem – what is
wrong, what is going badly. This narrow strategy to identify a problem and fix it can lead
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to changes that fail to address the big picture. Appreciative inquiry flips this approach
and focuses on what is going right rather than on focusing on the problems. Additionally,
appreciative inquiry explores new ideas, theories, and processes that were not considered
or available before. It opens up the scope considerably and allows out-of-the-box
thinking about what could be, rather than what is.20,21
The community conversations were modeled after a similar program “Ask
Lexington” that was implemented in Lexington, Kentucky and introduced to Bowling
Green age-friendly leaders by Patrice Blanchard as part of an AARP community outreach
initiative using the Harwood Institute method. Four questions were used to help initiate
and guide the community conversations:
1. What kind of community do you want to live in?
2. Why is that important to you?
3. How is that different from how you see things now?
4. What are some of the things that need to happen to create the kind of community
that you want to live in?
Each of these questions was intentionally phrased in an appreciative way so that
participants could think broadly and were not limited to thinking solely about the reality
of the issue as it stands. These questions ask a person to imagine what kind of community
he or she would like to live in, rather than asking what problems exist. This can allow
people to think outside the box and avoid getting hung up on the things that are going
wrong or right in Bowling Green.

D. L. Cooperrider and S. Srivastva, “Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life,” Research in Organizational
Change and Development 1 (1987), 129–169.
21 Garvase Bushe, “Appreciative Inquiry is Not (Just) about the Positive,” OD Practitioner 39, no. 4 (2007), 30–35.
20
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A main thread connecting all of the conversations was the desire to age with
dignity and independence. The key themes that came out of the community conversations
are as follows:
1. Communication & Information: the need for improved access to information
about Bowling Green and the community
2. Health & Well-being: the need for activities that helped people stay active and
remain independent/healthy
3. Aging in Place: the strong desire to remain in one’s home or neighborhood
4. Transportation & Mobility: the need for improved public transportation and
walkability
5. Meaningful Involvement: needed opportunities for volunteerism and
employment that honored older adults’ talents
6. Respect & Social Inclusion: the desire to resist invisibility

OUTCOMES OF THE AGE-FRIENDLY CITIES PROJECT IN BOWLING GREEN:
Within an organization, there are two distinct strategies that can be utilized to
enact change: top-down and bottom-up. This model can be used to categorize the
outcomes of AFC BG, as it utilizes a combination of both strategies. Top-down strategies
describe innovative processes that originate among the leaders or upper management of
an organization. Bottom-up strategies on the other hand have innovative ideas originating
from the “lower” organizational members and leaders should encourage and support their
creativity. A bottom-up participatory approach to an age-friendly cities project, for
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example, would use the perspectives of older adults to influence public policy and enact
change.22
In practice, research has shown that the most successful projects support the
engagement of members at all levels, combining both top-down and bottom-up forces for
change. The outcomes of AFC BG are broken down into three categories in Figure 3:
infrastructural, facilitated, and naturally-occurring. This classification reflects the theory
that bottom-up strategies refer to the agency of the individuals involved, whereas topdown strategies refer to the structure. Therefore, the infrastructural outcomes refer to
ones that were developed by top-down strategies. Below the infrastructural level are the
“bottom-up” outcomes that originated within the community. These are further broken
down into two categories to reflect the nature of how they developed specifically in the
Bowling Green community. Facilitated outcomes originated in the community, but were
sustained with significant support from the “three-legged stool” – WKU Aging, the
Division of Neighborhood Services, and AARP Kentucky. Naturally-occurring outcomes,
on the other hand, were self-initiated and sustained by community members without any
support from the “three-legged stool.” Figure 3 visually shows that the bulk of outcomes
from AFC BG originated from a bottom-up approach with top-down strategies being used
thoughtfully and minimally by design.23

Paul A. Sabatier, “Top-down and Bottom-up Approaches to Implementation Research: A Critical Analysis and
Suggested Synthesis,” Journal of Public Policy 6, no. 1 (1986), 21-48; Richard L. Daft, “A Dual-Core Model of
Organizational Innovation,” The Academy of Management Journey 21, no. 2 (1978), 193-210.
23 Fuchs, C., Hofkirchner, W. and Klauninger, B. (2002), “The dialectic of bottom‐up and top‐down emergence in
social systems”, INTAS Project Human Strategies in Complexity Research Paper, Vol. 8, September 30, accessed April
23, 2016, http://www.triple-c.at/index.php/tripleC/article/view/21/20; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, “Tackling social
exclusion at the local level: Neighbourhood Management,” February 2000.
22
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Infrastructure:
Citizens Over 50 Academy
The Gathering: A Coalition
of Age-Friendly Businesses

Facilitated Outcomes:

Naturally-Occurring Outcomes:

-Over 50 Citizens Academy Reunions
-Golden Moments Calendar published in
SOKY magazine
-WKU Society for Lifelong Learning
-Age-Friendly Bowling Green
Businesses Checklist

-Involvement in Parks & Rec Master
Plan
-Live Active Fitness Facility
-Two Academy Graduates on city
council that distributes federal funding
-Book club formed by Academy
graduates
-Unmeasurable Attitude Changes

Figure 3. Key outcomes of the Age-Friendly Cities Project in Bowling Green.
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TIMELINE OF KEY OUTCOMES:

2012

• Bowling Green joins the WHO Global Network
• Community Conversations
• First Over 50 Citizens Academy, October 22nd - 26th - Origins of the Over 50 Citizens
Academy Reunion

2013

• Community Conversations continued
• Reunion of the Over 50 Citizens Academy, January 22nd - Origins of the Senior
Calendar
• The Gathering (1st Meeting), August 1st
• Test Drive of the Senior Calendar at Kroger, November & December
• First Age-Friendly Awareness Business of the Year Award presented to Home Instead
Senior Care

2014

• Second Over 50 Citizens Academy, March 26th
• First Inquiry Meeting for the Society of Lifelong Learning, April
• First SOKY Senior Page, May
• The Gathering (2nd Meeting), August 12th
• Second Age-Friendly Awareness Business of the Year Award presented to Christian
Care Communities
• Summit Awards, Volunteer Barbara Johnston recognized, Nov. 6 th
• First Open House of the Society of Lifelong Learning, November

2015

2016

• First Semester of the Society for Lifelong Learning, Spring
• Third Over 50 Citizens Academy, March 25th - Origins of the Book Club
• The Gathering (3rd Meeting), August 10th - Origins of the Age-Friendly Businesses
Checklist
• Second Semester of the Society for Lifeong Learning, Fall
• Regional Neighborhood Network Conference, October 1st - 3rd

• Fourth Over 50 Citizens Academy, March 3rd
• Third Semester of the Society for Lifelong Learning, Spring
• Reunion of the Over 50 Citizens Academy, April 15th
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CHAPTER 3

INFRASTRUCTURAL OUTCOMES

I.

THE CITIZENS OVER 50 ACADEMY

THE CAST:
Karen Foley, Patrice Blanchard & Dr. Dana Bradley

IMPETUS:
The need to create citizen experts who were trained in both the inner workings of city
government and the age-friendly initiative. Such citizen experts could be called on to
advocate for and assist in the age-friendly movement in Bowling Green.

THE STORY:
Prior to the Over 50 Citizens Academy, the city of Bowling Green offered a
Citizens Police Academy and, on occasion, a Citizens Fire Academy for local residents.
The idea for a “general” citizens academy had been considered, but never offered because
there was a question as to who the audience would be.
Karen Foley was well-established in her position as the Neighborhood Services
Coordinator when she was approached to help with the age-friendly cities project at the
ground floor. Her position within the Bowling Green municipal government as well as
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her connection to the community made her a critical recruit to AFC BG. In joining the
age-friendly initiative, Karen had serendipitously found the audience she needed for the
“general” citizens academy – older adults. Patrice Blanchard of AARP Kentucky knew of
a similar program in Lexington, Kentucky called the Senior Intern Program; this provided
the model for what would become the Over 50 Citizens Academy.
The Over 50 Citizens Academy is a free, week-long program that showcases the
municipal government of Bowling Green – how the budget works, how the departments
work, etc. Funded by AARP Kentucky and the City of Bowling Green Neighborhood
Services Division, the Academy was structured to create a platform for discussing agefriendly matters. Throughout the week, the class of twenty-five adults aged 50+ are given
presentations by various city departments and tour the City Hall campus, Public Works
Operations, Police and Fire departments, and Parks & Rec. The week concludes with a
community conversation formatted the same way as described in Chapter 2. After a week
of education on city processes, the hope is that these conversations will be had from a
position of newfound knowledge and that some actionable items are generated from the
roundtable discussions.
Foley reflects on what the Over 50 Citizens Academy has provided to the agefriendly initiative: “Doing the Academy has opened up this whole additional pool of
advocates, of future board members, of people to serve and volunteer that we had not
tapped into specifically before. We have built some new relationships with people that we
didn't have before…You have invested some time and energy in those folks and a lot of
times they want to continue to invest their time and energy back serving in some other
way.”
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In addition to generating a cohort of citizen experts, the involvement of every city
department in the Academy draws the attention of city leaders to the age-friendly
initiative and the aging population. AFC BG volunteer and Academy graduate, Donna
Woods, says, “We've gotten the attention of the mayor and the commissioners…We've
become a viable group with them and that's crucial if you're going to be looking for any
policy changes. The Citizens Academy [allows many of the city’s departments to] see
that older people can be active, vital people.” The exchange of information goes both
ways. The Academy graduates learn about governmental processes and the path to make
change, while city leaders learn how to engage older adults and see firsthand what a vital
force they can be.

II.

THE GATHERING: A COALITION OF AGE-FRIENDLY BUSINESSES

THE CAST:
Dr. Dana Bradley, Marybeth Hunt & a rotation of graduate assistants from WKU Aging

IMPETUS:
To create experts within the business community who can advocate for and assist in the
age-friendly movement in Bowling Green.

THE STORY:
Western Kentucky University’s Center for Aging organized “The Gathering” to
be a networking opportunity for organizations and businesses in the Bowling Green area
that worked with seniors in some capacity. With support from AARP Kentucky, “The
Gathering” has been held for three consecutive years, 2013 – 2015. Businesses and
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organizations that have themselves undertaken age-friendly initiatives offer a unique set
of expertise that can be of use to others looking to cater to older adults. Business or
organization representatives are asked to share 1) what in their mission supports Bowling
Green becoming more age-friendly and 2) what programs their organization has in place
or plans to put into place to help make the community more age-friendly. “The
Gathering” acts as a meeting of experts, an opportunity for business leaders to share and
explore profitable, age-friendly changes.
A second facet of “The Gathering” is that it offers an opportunity to recognize
businesses and organizations that have taken action to become more age-friendly. To
highlight such accomplishments the “Age-Friendly Awareness Business of the Year
Award” was created. It was awarded to Home Instead Senior Care in 2013 and Christian
Care Communities in 2014.
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CHAPTER 4

FACILITATED OUTCOMES

I.

OVER 50 CITIZENS ACADEMY REUNIONS

THE CAST:
Karen Foley & the first cohort of Academy graduates

IMPETUS:
To provide a forum for Academy graduates to stay in touch and continue having
roundtable discussion on age-friendly matters.

THE STORY:
At the end of the first Over 50 Citizens Academy, the graduates expressed that
they wanted to stay in touch and continue having roundtable discussions about agefriendly Bowling Green. The Over 50 Citizens Academy Reunion was created to
accomplish that goal. It is categorized as a facilitated outcome because the idea originated
from within the community, but the service, the reunion, is provided and sustained by
Karen Foley and the Neighborhood Services Division. This was an important benchmark
in the AFC BG movement because it was the first time that a community of older adults
expressed a need that the age-friendly initiative immediately acted to meet. In discussing
how the reunion came to be, Karen Foley made this comment, “You create
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this environment in which people feel compelled to stand up and say, ‘Yes, I think I need
to keep this going. This needs to continue beyond this.’” This was the first of many times
that academy graduates would feel compelled to stand up and express a need.

II.

GOLDEN MOMENTS CALENDAR

THE CAST:
BJ McKenzie, Barbara Johnston, Helen Wheat, Dr. Dana Bradley, Marybeth Hunt,
Hannah Ruggles, a rotation of graduate assistants from WKU Aging & others whose
consent was not requested

IMPETUS:
To help improve social participation and engagement by creating a calendar of events
targeted towards older people.
“[The intention of the calendar was to] let people know about events before they happened.” –BJ McKenzie

THE STORY:
At the first Over 50 Citizens Academy Reunion, Dr. Bradley presented the themes
that had emerged from an initial analysis of the community conversations. One particular
theme that the graduates responded quite strongly to was the idea that some older people
felt invisible in the Bowling Green community. This feeling of invisibility was associated
with a lack of social connectedness and, as a result, a feeling of being unsafe. In addition
to invisibility, another commonly conveyed, yet seemingly unrelated, complaint was that
people consistently heard about events that they would have liked to attend after the fact.
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A couple graduates connected these two ideas and felt compelled to respond and so the
calendar was born.

Communication
& Information:

Respect & Social
Inclusion:

the need for
improved access to
information about
the BG community

the desire to resist
invisibility

Figure 4. The overlapping themes of the community conversations addressed by the calendar.

Although BJ McKenzie does not take credit for it now, the calendar committee
traces the idea for the calendar back to her. The motivation for the calendar was the
notion that if seniors knew about events beforehand, they could attend the events, make
new social connections, feel more plugged into the Bowling Green community, and
perhaps feel more visible. This was a lofty goal for a community calendar, but it was
never intended to be comprehensive solution to the problem, only a starting place.
The lack of formal structure within AFC BG allowed the calendar to develop
organically. McKenzie took ahold of the idea and, with some encouragement for Dr.
Bradley and WKU Aging, ran with it. She recruited a committee from among her
acquaintances and student aid was brought in from WKU Aging. The idea for the
calendar was born at the reunion in January of 2013 and by the following November a
prototype for the “senior calendar” had been developed. In the intervening months
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various forms were considered for the delivery of the calendar. Ultimately, email and
online formats were ruled out for fear of excluding a significant portion of the senior
community. The prototype was a hardcopy, two-page document; the first page featured a
calendar with an event listed each day and the second page included a list of services that
may be of use to older people in Bowling Green.
At that time, Kroger had “Senior Wednesday” the first Wednesday of each month
where seniors were offered a 10% discount; shortly thereafter it was changed to a 5%
discount every Wednesday. Luckily for this project, this change had not yet been
implemented in November and December of 2013, so the prototype handed out at Kroger
Wednesday was able to elicit a large response from all the seniors shopping on that day.
At the Kroger Senior Wednesday in December a short survey was administered verbally
by AFC BG volunteers (all aged 50+) to any shoppers who would take the time to stop
and respond. The questions were simple:
(1) Would you like to have a calendar and newsletter like this available to you
every month?
(2) If so, in what form would you like it available to you: SOKY Happenings
magazine, email, or a printed handout?
Out of the 126 responses gathered, 114 replied that they did like the idea of a calendar
and 84 replied that they would like it available to them in SOKY Happenings Magazine.
SOKY Happenings is a free, publically-available magazine dedicated to the community
and events going on in and around South Central Kentucky; it is funded through
advertisements.24
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SOKY Happenings, accessed May 26, 2016, http://www.sokyhappeningsonline.com.
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The calendar committee began to develop a more formal structure when
negotiations to get included in SOKY Happenings Magazine began. It was at that time
that McKenzie was elected the chairperson. Under her leadership, a mission statement
was developed along with inclusion criteria for the calendar. The goal of the SOKY page
would be inform older adults about events and services, as well as give examples of
positive, active aging. The first “SOKY Seniors” page was published in May 2014, after
four months of negotiations with SOKY. At first the owners of SOKY Happenings were
uninterested in a “seniors” page, assuming it would be some sort of health advisory.
When it was explained that the concept would include a calendar of events and a feature
article, the owners of SOKY were more receptive. (Example SOKY Seniors pages are
included in the appendix.)
While the calendar committee was largely self-sufficient, Dr. Bradley and WKU
Aging played a critical role in facilitating the relationship with SOKY Happenings and
getting a sponsor for the page. The first year, Home Instead Senior Care and WKU Aging
split the cost of a full page in SOKY in exchange for a quarter-page ad. The following
year AARP Kentucky sponsored the page and will continue to do so for the foreseeable
future. To complement the SOKY page, the calendar committee decided to provide a
continuously-updated online calendar available through the WKU Aging website.
As the calendar became more established, the committee reached out and tried to
develop relationships with various community organizations. As Bowling Green is a very
religious community, the committee focused heavily on churches for a period of time as a
potential outlet for distributing the calendars; although letters were sent to every church
listed in the phonebook, only a few responded back. Some organizations were reached
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out to as both a venue for distributing calendars and a possible source of events for the
calendar: the Warren County Public Libraries, the UK Extension Office Homemakers
group, the political ladies groups, the VFW and other veterans groups, and the two local
senior centers. The calendar committee called, made visits, and attempted to stay in
contact with any group that showed interest. Every monthly article in SOKY Happenings
has acted as an opportunity to reach out to a new community organization.
As the opportunities to reach out to different community organizations slowed, so
did the involvement of the volunteer calendar committee members. The production of the
online calendar on the WKU Aging website required access available only to WKU
faculty, staff, and students, excluding volunteers from helping. In addition, the creation of
the print calendar for SOKY Happenings required tedious data entry, more suitable for
students and paid staff than volunteers. Staff member Marybeth Hunt assumed the role of
managing the students and ensuring consistency within the calendar. To improve
efficiency, Hunt became the liaison with SOKY Happenings Magazine and the other
community contacts as well. The senior volunteers continued to stay involved by taking
turns writing the feature article for SOKY and providing information on events for the
calendar, but this level of task management required only 2-3 meetings of the calendar
committee a year.
The reasons the calendar committee evolved from being mostly self-sufficient to
mostly dependent on WKU Aging was partly due to the computer skills and technology
access required to complete the calendar and partly due to the limited amount of work
hours you can/should ask of volunteers. This is where the loose structure of AFC BG
becomes problematic. In the beginning, the flexible structure allowed the calendar to
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develop organically and really fit the community it was meant to serve. However, after
the calendar was developed and it simply needed sustaining, it was difficult for the small,
purely volunteer-based committee to take on that task indefinitely. Marybeth and WKU
Aging provided more support in the continuation of the calendar deliberately to lessen the
workload required of the volunteers who were busy in their own lives and had other
commitments.
The bottom-up participatory approach allowed for the organic development of an
age-friendly project, but required a paid staff and the recruitment of different volunteers
with the necessary technological access to sustain the project afterwards. The currently
unanswered question in the AFC BG organization is: How do you develop the
infrastructure to sustain these organically-developed projects after the fact? Calendar
committee member Barbara Johnston talked about this issue saying, “As things change
within the WKU Aging program, I think there are some questions around how [the
calendar] can continue.”
Despite this challenge of sustainability, the calendar is still relatively new and has
a lot of potential to become an integral resource for older people in the community. As
Barbara Johnston said, “I hope that seniors are taking advantage of the fact that we are
trying to give them some information that they have to really dig to find otherwise. We
just need to have more people aware that it's there and I think if it just becomes woven
into the life of people who are retired it would be a wonderful thing to keep going.”
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III.

WKU SOCIETY FOR LIFELONG LEARNING

THE CAST:
Barbara Johnston, Dr. Cindy Ehresman, Dr. Dana Bradley and numerous other
community leaders and volunteers who together form the Founding Advisory Board

IMPETUS:
To provide an opportunity for adults aged 50+ to further their knowledge in both
academic and recreational pursuits and to share their experiences and interests with other
members.

THE STORY:
Due to the rise of the active aging population in the United States, older learner
programs were created through local, grassroots efforts to provide opportunities for
continuing education to older adults. These programs are diverse and autonomous as a
result of their formation at the local level rather than through a concerted national effort.
While this can be a strength, the lack of interaction and support between programs also
acts as a weakness.25
Lifelong Learning Institutes (LLIs) offer continuing educational opportunities in
affiliation with public institutions, such as colleges or universities. LLIs first appeared in
the mid-1970s, gained momentum in the mid-1980s, and by 2007 there were over 400
programs across the U.S. and Canada, almost all associated with colleges or universities.
LLIs are unique because they are partially or fully led and funded by the membership.
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Ronald J. Manheimer, "Lifelong Learning in Aging Societies," Annual Review Of Gerontology & Geriatrics 28
(November 2008): 111-127. Academic Search Complete, EBSCOhost (accessed April 22, 2016).
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This membership-based funding scheme added a stability and continuity that earlier
programs dependent on sporadic national funding did not have. As the U.S. baby boomer
generation pursues continued education but resists identification with the aging or the
elderly, existing and newly-forming LLIs will need to carefully craft their imaging and
branding to continually recruit new membership.26
The journey to develop an LLI – locally called a Society for Lifelong Learning
(SLL) – in Bowling Green was started in 1995 during the peak of the LLI movement in
the U.S. At that time, Barbara Burch proposed the idea to the WKU Board of Regents
and got it approved. Although the motion was passed, no further steps were taken to
develop the project and the idea disappeared for a period of time. Then, in 2010, Barbara
Johnston resurfaced the proposal for a SLL and presented it to a dean at WKU who
ultimately rejected it on the grounds of it “not being quite the right time.” After retiring,
Johnston spent a year considering moving to a city that had a SLL, but before she could
make a final decision she received a call asking her to come back to WKU working part
time as a counselor in the Educational Opportunities Center. The year was 2013 and
Johnston, at the time a new member of AFC BG, tells the origin story: “The first day, the
very first day I went to work, they hooked my computer up and the first email I sent was
to the president of the university…I said, you might be unaware of this, but the Board of
Regents approved [a Society for Lifelong Learning] back in 1995 and I personally think it
may be an idea whose time has come. It wasn't two minutes later that I got an email from
Dr. Ransdell saying, yes, it is time. Please go down to South Campus and talk to Beth &
Cindy.”
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(November 2008): 111-127. Academic Search Complete, EBSCOhost (accessed April 22, 2016).
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The SLL in Bowling Green, like most other LLIs, was set up in affiliation with a
university, in this case WKU. Johnston worked with Dr. Beth Laves and Dr. Cindy
Ehresman in the WKU Division of Extended Learning and Outreach (DELO) for the
better part of a year researching and planning for how a SLL program would operate.
Then in April 2014, Dr. Ehresman and Johnston gathered together the first inquiry
meeting for the WKU SLL. Dr. Ehresman said, “We brought this group together and said
will you look at this with us, will you give us six months [and] help us decide if it’s time
to launch or not. [WKU DELO is] willing to invest in the launch of [a Society for
Lifelong Learning] if you think the time is right and the community is going be receptive.
I had a whole plan for six months to convince them. But after the third [inquiry meeting]
they were like, ‘Let’s go, let’s start it. This is awesome, we need this, the community
needs this. We’re ready.’” By November 2014 the WKU Society for Lifelong Learning
was having its first open house and in the Spring of 2015 they were hosting their first
semester of courses. This accelerated progress was in part due to the careful planning of
Johnston and Ehresman, and in part a brilliant stroke of good fortune, as the pair would
tell you themselves.
This Spring of 2016 the SLL held their third semester. It has been a huge success
among both the members taking courses and the professors teaching them. Johnston
remarked, “The instructors love the older learners because they're all there because they
want to learn. And they ask questions and they read the book.” A large part of the success
of this project was due to the careful and considerate planning Johnston and Dr.
Ehresman did leading up to the launch. The price for membership ($125/semester) was
set very deliberately according to Dr. Ehresman so as not to exclude any older people
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who might be living on a fixed income. The location for the classes, the Knicely
Conference Center, was picked deliberately for its convenient parking, lack of stairs,
easily accessible restrooms, and walkability. Johnston noted, “Each class lasts an hour
and a half because we wanted to be sure there was break time. Older adults like to stretch
their legs.” The deliberate, thoughtful, age-friendly planning that went into developing
this project is truly model.
The Society for Lifelong Learning is also an excellent example of how a program
can make use of existing community resources. The SLL brings together the university,
the community of older adults, and is currently expanding to include other community
resources as well. For example, this semester Lost River Cave is teaching a class on
geocaching for free in one of their own classrooms at the park. Another “experimental”
course is being taught at Village Manor, an independent living community for older
adults. Exploring these opportunities to branch out into the community and offer courses
at a variety of locations really takes advantage of some of the existing structures that
Bowling Green has to offer.
The SLL created an opportunity for learning and social engagement that was and
is totally unique in the Bowling Green community. As Dr. Ehresman put it, “We’re
selling intellectual stimulation and a community.” Johnston remarked, “To me, Lifelong
Learning is the opportunity to exercise my head. If I am willing to go to the gym three
times a week and do yoga and aerobics, [I should be willing to go] to a class and learn
about something that I don't know.”
The membership of the SLL is currently around 140 members and Dr. Ehresman
estimates that it will need to grow to about 300 to be self-sustaining. An ideal LLI is
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created by and for the membership. Johnston says, “It is my eternal hope that leadership
will develop from within the [Society for Lifelong Learning] and that's already beginning
to happen.” Johnston currently serves as the Chair of the Curriculum Committee and
plans to stay in a leadership role until the SLL is self-sustaining. With the exception of
Dr. Ehresman, all board members are leading on a voluntary basis. Ehresman said,
“When you’re dealing with this age group, you have to keep bringing in new people.
That’s key.” The SLL still has some ways to go before it is fully self-sustaining and
secure program, but it has had a steady growth in membership over the past three
semesters and is expected to continue to grow as the word gets around. Furthermore, the
thoughtful development of this project should be used as a model for future age-friendly
undertakings.
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CHAPTER 5

NATURALLY OCCURING OUTCOMES

I.

INVOLVEMENT IN THE MASTER PLAN FOR PARKS & REC

In January 2016, Bowling Green Parks and Recreation (Parks & Rec) published their tenyear Master Plan. To gather community input for the plan, Parks & Rec had surveys,
public workshops, web-based community engagement, and meetings with stakeholder
groups. A group of older adults – some graduates of the Academy – independently
organized and attended one of the public workshops to voice their opinions on what
should be included in the Master Plan. The key development this group was advocating
for was the creation of full-time Silver Sneakers instructor position and for a senior
fitness facility. Although these changes were not included in the final document, the
needs of seniors are addressed specifically throughout the document. In fact, the word
“senior” appears on 220 pages of the 377-page document. In addition, it is also important
to note that a group of older adults felt empowered to go and advocate for their needs. As
Karen Foley said, “At the end of the day, I feel like it was good that they felt like they
could mobilize and they could lobby and advocate for what it is that they want…So, I
still see that as a success in terms of the community.” This is a scenario where older
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adults took activism into their own hands and ensured that they would not be invisible in
a significant community planning process.27

II.

TWO ACADEMY GRADUATES ON A FUNDING BOARD

Two Over 50 Citizens Academy graduates are now sitting on a board that distributes
community block funds from the federal government throughout the city of Bowling
Green. As a result of their participation in the Academy, these two individuals made
community connections that resulted in their invitation to sit on this committee of four.
Donna Woods sits on the committee and explained, “We became known to the people
who enlist community members on that committee through the Academy.” The
participation of Academy graduates in this committee, representing half of the committee
of four, is an excellent means to get age-friendly perspectives into the government
process. As was noted earlier, while it is frequently feasible to get political leaders on
board with the ideology “age-friendly cities,” it is harder to get them to allocate critical
time, money and policy to the project as well. In this case, age-friendly advocates have
simply inserted themselves into the governmental process and into a position where they
truly have the ability to enact change. This was done not by extensive politicking, but just
by building social networks between citizens and city employees via the Academy. This
is an excellent example of how to bring age-friendly principles into government.

Bowling Green Parks and Recreation, “Parks and Recreation Master Plan,” Published by Brandstetter Carol Inc.
(January 2016), accessed April 22, 2016, http://www2.bgky.org/bgpr/.
27
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III.

LIVE ACTIVE FITNESS FACILITY

Live Active Fitness Facility is a new gym in Bowling Green specifically for people aged
50+. This gym was created in response to the need that was expressed by older adults at
the public workshop for the Parks & Rec Master Plan, the need for a senior fitness
facility. Entrepreneurs, completely external to the formal age-friendly initiative but
influenced by it, took note of the economic force older adults represent and invested their
money into a business that caters specifically to people aged 50+. Karen Foley
commented on Live Active saying, “Because it's going to be their business, they're
probably going to invest that much more time and energy in making it what the user
wants it to be, than what Parks & Rec would be able to give to it as one of many
programs. So it may end up actually being better [than a city-run senior fitness facility].”
This is an example of how pervasive the age-friendly initiative can be within the
community. Live Active Fitness Facility shows that older adults are now more visible as
a market and a community.

IV.

BOOK CLUB FORMED BY ACADEMY GRADUATES

One group of Academy graduates decided to stay in touch by organizing a book club.
While this may seem like a smaller outcome, it is an example of older people forming
new social connections and outlets for social participation as a result of their participation
in the age-friendly cities project. Two domains of the WHO Age-Friendly Cities are
social participation and social inclusion, and the book club facilitates these domains for at
least one group of older people. In addition to the opportunity for social engagement, the
book club also represents a possible support network and an opportunity to exchange
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information. One need that was expressed during the community conversations and
continuing input from Academy graduates is the need to have network that can vet
businesses and service providers; the book club offers a setting where this sort of
information can be offered by trusted peers. This is an example of the project making a
real impact on the quality of people’s lives by giving them the opportunity to build
lasting social networks.

V.

SIGNIFICANT BUT UNMEASURED ATTITUDE CHANGES
The attitude changes that result from the mayor, the board of commissioners,

Parks & Rec, and others in the Bowling Green community seeing active older people
voicing their concerns and working to make change is noteworthy. As Donna Woods
said, “We've gotten the attention of the mayor and the commissioners…We've become a
viable group with them and that's crucial if you're going to be looking for any policy
changes. The Citizens Academy [allows many of the city’s departments to] see that older
people can be active, vital people.” Bowling Green’s Mayor Bruce Wilkerson said, “I
have to admit that [an age-friendly perspective] has probably been our biggest outcome
of the project. We now approach our issues thinking about not just “Okay I want a park”
or “I want to do this,” we think about doing this and the effect it will have on our older
population. This change in perspective helps us provide our municipal services better.”
Perhaps equally important, the attitudes of older adults themselves may be
changing. Barbara Johnston said, “It really is true that very often older people feel quite
invisible.” Feeling invisible can be isolating and prohibiting. The Academy, the Live
Active Gym, the Society for Lifelong Learning, and other age-friendly programs all
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direct the attention of the community towards older adults, making them visible and
providing a positive image of aging. When older adults feel visible, they are more likely
to act as agents of change whose opinions and ideas are critically important to forming an
inclusive, intergenerational community. These attitude changes within the community
and among older adults are critical to creating an age-friendly, welcoming environment.
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CHAPTER 6

LESSONS LEARNED & THE WAY FORWARD:
A PERSONAL REFLECTION

AGE-FRIENDLY: WHO CARES?
A key theme of the conversations I had was that (1) most people do not think
about aging issues until they retire or get to a certain age, however, (2) it can be
beneficial to younger people to think about aging before they get to the point when it
becomes personally impactful. This highlights a key issue with any age-friendly
initiative: it is hard to get people who are not in the older cohort to care about creating
inclusive, intergenerational environments. Despite the fact that “old age-friendly” can be
all age-friendly as discussed in Chapter 1, it can still be a hard sell to get younger people
actively involved and engaged in a project that may not have personal relevance to them
for several years.
Older adults and key leaders of AFC BG discussed this phenomenon, although
not specifically in reference to the difficulty of involving younger people. Donna Woods
discussed her changing interests over the course of her life as she filled the various roles
of mother, public health nurse, women’s health advocate, and eventually age-friendly
activist, saying, “Every time in my life, my interest was where my age was.” Not until
she reached retirement did aging and aging issues become a conscious thought.
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Barbara Johnston, another AFC BG leader, expressed a similar idea saying, “It's
very difficult to see anything except through your own eyes. So no, I had never thought
much about what made an age-friendly city before I retired.” Both of these extremely
intelligent and thoughtful women did not seriously consider aging concerns until it was
personally relevant, and so it may be assumed that this is the case for the majority of
people.
In an age-friendly movement, all parties both old and young are essential. Donna
Woods expressed how important young policymakers, researchers, and public health
workers are in doing the legwork for age-friendly initiatives saying, “By the time we get
[to be] older leaders, we want to be the leaders, but we don't want to invest that energy
that's needed for the research and policy making and that kind of thing.” Also, it is
important to note that there is much to be gained from age-friendly awareness at all ages.
Karen Foley, a young AFC BG leader said, “I feel like this affords us an opportunity for
younger people to be talking about and thinking about [aging] issues… [When you are
young] you can still think about things objectively and from a rational place before it
becomes too personally impactful.” The need for the involvement of younger people and
the benefit they can gain from participation in an age-friendly movement is clear. But
how does one sell the idea to get younger professionals and policymakers to invest in and
see the value in an age-friendly movement? The answer to this question will be key to the
success and sustainability of all age-friendly movements.
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KEY COMPONENTS OF AFC BG’S SUCCESSES:
1. Building Bridges: Connecting existing organizations, businesses, and stakeholders
in the creation of new age-friendly projects. This unites people under a common
cause and gives them a stake in the initiative. It also works to raise awareness
about age-friendly interests and initiatives within the community. AFC BG leader
Karen Foley said, “I always like to think, how else can we network and connect
people with people.”
2. Marketing: Creating positive images and branding of aging and older adults. A
challenge for all age-friendly work is the negative attitudes people of all ages
have about age and ageing; an explicit goal of all age-friendly work should be to
create age-positive attitudes in addition to age-friendly spaces and services.
Barbara Johnston highlighted this idea saying, “Rather than seeing it as a
miserable period of decline, we need to make it have a more positive image. It all
comes down to marketing doesn't it?” Donna Woods suggests a way to promote
age-positivity through visible, older leadership, “It would be much to our benefit
to utilize older people in the leadership roles, but to be careful to pick older
people who are positive and help change perceptions…Because some place along
the line, if we're going to gain any respect for our aging issues, we've got to have
people visualize aging as a positive thing.”
3. Creating Finite Projects with Purpose: Creating well-defined projects that have a
clear value and serve a community need. The broad goal of creating an agefriendly city is excellent, but to gather and retain volunteers, which are essential
for low or no cost changes, leaders should recruit volunteers to work on specific
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projects that have an explicit goal, such as creating a community calendar or a
Society for Lifelong Learning. The steps to achieve the goal should not be so
defined that volunteers cannot contribute their own ideas and expertise, but the
end goal and the benefits it could lead to need to be explicit. SOKY calendar
volunteer Helen Wheat said, “It is difficult to find willing volunteers. People are
so busy in their own lives…They have to feel that it's a worthy project. I've
always been an advocate for different things in the past and Age-Friendly
Bowling Green seems like a very good project.” Barbara Johnston expressed a
similar idea saying, “They need to feel motivated, they need to feel important,
they need to feel like they are doing something. The project needs to be clear cut
and they need to know exactly what role their playing. And then they need to
know the results.”
4. Offering Various Roles and Levels of Commitment: Allowing seniors to dictate
their level of involvement in the project is crucial to gathering and retaining a
variety of older volunteers. Donna Woods likes her ability to direct her level of
involvement in AFC BG saying, “As it works in this organization, I can be a
volunteer, but I don't have to have a governing role. I don't have to make the rules,
I don't have to make the decisions…I got tired of that, I got tired of that
responsibility.” In building a larger access to volunteerism, creating a variety of
roles with different levels of time, energy, and leadership required will be key. An
AFC BG leader BJ McKenzie expressed her need to reevaluate her level of
involvement in the project saying, “I’ve always been busy all my life. Now it gets
to the point where I need to slow down a little bit because I’m not spending as
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much time with my great-granddaughter as I would like to. And I run out of
energy a lot, so I need to reevaluate that.” AFC BG has allowed BJ to dictate her
level of involvement and adjust it when necessary. The project leaders should
continue to strive to make similar accommodations for all volunteers.
5. Closing the Loop of Communication: Disseminating the results that have been
achieved through AFC BG is key to keeping the community engaged and willing
to volunteer their time and resources. Many people are happy to voice their
opinions, but they will only continue to do so if they know that they were heard
and taken seriously. The loop of communication must be closed or wellintentioned organizers and volunteers risk losing all pathways of communication.
As Barbara Johnston said, “Without closing that loop, you didn't make people feel
better, you made them feel like why did I waste my time doing that?” The “Loop
of Communication” is depicted in Figure 5.

Gather Opinions
from the Community

Relate the Results
Back to the
Community

Translate Opinions
Into Actionable
Goals

Create SelfSustaining Changes
& Programs

Recruit Volunteers
& Execute Changes

Figure 5. The Loop of Communication.
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CHALLENGES SPECIFIC TO AFC BG:
1. Getting new people and a more diverse older population involved.
The volunteers and participants in the Academy, the SOKY calendar, and other
AFC BG projects are gathered predominately from the network of acquaintances
of current volunteers and participants. Because of this, many of the same people
appear repeatedly appear as volunteers, leaders, and participants. While these
people have been incredible assets to the project as a whole, some are already
wanting to cut back on the amount of time they spend volunteering and others will
undoubtedly want to cut back in the future. The Academy is a great place to draw
new volunteers, but with the limited paid staffing of AFC BG it is often necessary
that volunteers take leadership roles. There are plenty of projects for the Barbara
Johnston’s, BJ Mackenzie’s and Donna Woods’ out there, but a first step to
involving new people would be creating a variety of volunteer opportunities with
various levels of time/commitment required as discussed earlier. Additionally, a
concerted effort should be made to draw on and include a more diverse group of
people and further expand on the social network that is being built within AFC
BG.
2. Developing a more formal structure retroactively.
The informal structure of AFC BG allows projects to develop organically, but it is
limiting to sustainability. After the development of an age-friendly project, there
is a need to retroactively establish a more formal structure to sustain the project. If
there was a more extensive paid staff supporting AFC BG, community-developed
projects could then be passed along to staffers to maintain. Without this formal
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structure many projects, such as the SOKY calendar, stand on shaky ground and
their future is unclear.
3. Benchmarking, evaluating, and monitoring the progress of the project.
Again a result of limited paid staffing, monitoring and benchmarking the
outcomes of the project in Bowling Green has been done on a incomplete basis.
With the exception of the Academy that is paid for and staffed by the
Neighborhood Services Division of Bowling Green, no AFC BG project has been
monitored or evaluated in an academically valid way.

FUTURE PROJECTS TO PURSUE:
Conversations with AFC BG leaders and volunteers uncovered four possible
projects to pursue moving forward:
1. Improving the Senior Centers: The two senior centers in Bowling Green cater to
limited population. More extensive and inclusive programming could attract a
more diverse and representative population of older people from the community.
Donna Woods highlighted this need saying, “I think we need a more active senior
center that would have a wide range of activities. We have two senior centers, but
I don’t think they are at the level that they could be.”
2. Reinvigorate AARP Chapter: The local AARP chapter is not as active and
involved in AFC BG as it could be. While AARP Kentucky has been involved in
funding several AFC BG initiatives, the local chapter has been noticeably
detached. This would be a great place to expand in the future.
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3. Senior Services Directory: While the SOKY calendar has acted to improve
communication about community events, there is still room to improve
communication about the services available to older people. Donna Woods
expressed the need for “senior services directory” saying, “I think there needs to
be some ways for seniors to know what's available to them. And I'm not just
talking about events, I'm talking about services.”
4. Transportation: The lack of public, affordable transportation in Bowling Green is
apparent. In Bowling Green, transportation consists of private providers and one
public provider called GO bg Transit. The bus routes travel to most prominent
locations in the city, but choosing this method of transportation will most likely
require a significant amount of time and a transfer to reach a given location; the
cost is $1 per trip for seniors (60+).28 Donna Woods commented on this saying,
“Transportation is a biggie. Of course we have private providers, but that may be
a little expensive for some people. [And] I'm not sure how well seniors
understand how the GO bus works.” This issue has been largely unaddressed due
to the lack of the significant financial resources that would be necessary to make
such an improvement. While this is something to keep in mind, it is likely
something that will remain unaddressed for the foreseeable future.
The most recent development in the AFC BG initiative was the creation of the
“Age-Friendly Bowling Green Businesses Checklist.” While the checklist is still only a
prototype, the idea is that it will be used by businesses as a means to assess their age-

Community Action of Southern Kentucky, “GO bg Transit Routes,” accessed May 26, 2016,
http://www.casoky.org/transportation.
28
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friendliness and discover actionable areas in which they could improve their services.
The idea originated during a meeting of “The Gathering.” If businesses “passed” the
checklist, they could advertise themselves as an official “Age-Friendly Business.” A key
to this checklist will be that it is presented not as a set of demands or regulations, but
rather as friendly reminder to be age-aware and offer possible ways to create a more agefriendly business.

CONCLUSION:
The key to moving the AFC BG initiative forward will be in finding the
compromise between organically developed projects and formal processes. The more
informal structure of AFC BG has allowed for the organic development of some unique
projects and allows for a truly bottom-up participatory approach. The approval of formal
boards or committees is not necessary, meaning that many of the roadblocks that can be
so discouraging to volunteers simply do not exist. If a motivated person has an idea worth
pursuing, they are free to do so and can request the support of the “three-legged stool.”
The key challenge is in creating a formal structure retroactively to sustain a project after
it is developed.
Moving forward it is likely that the best way to balance the benefits of an
informally structured age-friendly cities initiative with the possibly disastrous
consequences of retroactively developing a formal structure will be to have existing
organizations take responsibility for developed projects that have proven successful. For
example, just as the Society for Lifelong Learning is housed within WKU DELO and the
Over 50 Citizens Academy is housed within the Bowling Green Neighborhood Services
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Division, perhaps the Golden Moments Calendar can be absorbed more fully by WKU
Aging or taken over by AARP Kentucky. Rather than retroactively developing a formal
structure, projects should simply be absorbed by an existing organization with the support
necessary to sustain it.
What is absolutely certain is the importance of creating age-friendly, inclusive,
intergenerational communities. This is the ultimate goal that will continue to guide AFC
BG as it moves forward and uncovers new possibilities and opportunities for growth.
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APPENDIX

Examples of SOKY Seniors Page:
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